This review of the health and nutritional aspects of cocoa and chocolate was undertaken as an initiative of the International Cocoa Organisation, which is an intergovernmental body set up under the auspices of the United Nations organization to promote the development of, and strengthening of international co-operation within all aspects of the cocoa industry. The authors were selected to review various aspects of the nutritional and health aspects of cocoa and chocolate products on the basis of their scienti®c specialities. The choice of reviewers should give the reader a strong measure of con®dence in the independence of the judgements made on the topics covered.
The editor Ian Knight claims that this text provides the ®rst attempt to bring together all these various aspects and to provide objective reviews. John Lupien from FAO introduces the text with a brief review of the historical development of cocoa The Pre-Colombian civilisations of Central America had a long history of consuming cocoa and regarded the tree being of divine origin, which is re¯ected in the name the plant in the Linnaean system, Theobroma,`the food of the Gods'.
Cocoa was viewed with some caution when it was ®rst introduced into Europe, but established itself rapidly as a prestigious product and commercial transactions in cocoa beans became, and remain, of great importance. Cocoa is a major element in the trade of many developing countries. This summary of the nutritional and health aspects and concerns provide the headlines that are picked up by the authors of the detailed reviews that form the body of the text.
The second section contains two chapters covering the growing and harvesting of cocoa and the processing of the cocoa bean and chocolate. It is interesting to see how such an important crop is still produced using traditional smallscale husbandry and that an attempt to develop large-scale production and initial processing of the beans was unsuccessful on product quality grounds.
The third section covers Nutrition Information and Nutritional Aspects. The ®rst chapter covers the compositional information that is available and is followed by chapters on the macronutrients with a special focus on cocoa butter and its implications for coronary disease. The high stearic acid content of cocoa butter is a major focus of these reviews and concludes that stearic is less cholesterolaemic and atherogenic than other saturated fatty acids and its effects on thrombotic aspects at present appear to be neutral, although the experimental evidence is limited.
A single chapter reviews the carbohydrates and proteins in cocoa and the sugars and starch in the bean have receive little nutritional study, as has the dietary ®bre, of which cocoa is a reasonably rich source. The free natural sugars in the bean are swamped by the sugars added during the production of chocolate. These sugars have an essential bulking role and their replacement with bulk sweeteners has profound effects on the physical properties of the ®nished chocolate. The information on the proteins is very short because their role in chocolate is mainly linked to sensory qualities not nutritional value.
The subsequent chapters cover the micronutrients. The ®rst reviews the phytochemicals and polyphenols. The wide range of phytochemicals is described in some detail together with brief accounts of some physiological studies suggesting that they have potentially important bene®cial effects. Many of the phenolics have antitoxic, antigenic and anticarcinogenic effects in animals. Quite clearly the antioxidant potential of cocoa is very high but as the reviewer points out there is still much research to do in this ®eld.
Compositional data on the minerals in cocoa shows that cocoa and chocolate are rich sources of many minerals.
Cocoa and chocolate contain methylxanthines which are biologically active and they provide a signi®cant source of caffeine and theobromine in the diet, as estimated from US data, but the amounts are relatively minor compared with the total intake.
The next section, which covers about a third of the book, consists of chapters on physiological and health aspects. These start with`Taste preferences' and`Chocolate consumption and obesity'. The conclusions suggest that, although there is no direct evidence for a causative link between the consumption of chocolate and the development of obesity, its high energy density in a palatable form could contribute to weight maintenance in the obese.
The chapter on`Chocolate and diabetes' focuses on the glycaemic indices, which suggest that chocolate could be part of the diabetic diet, but that it is not suitable of for the treatment of hypoglycaemia.
Chocolate and dental health' are covered in the next chapter. The conclusion reached is that chocolate has a moderate cariogenic potential, possibly because the phytochemicals inhibit bacterial activity in the plaques.
Subsequent chapters deal with food allergies and intolerances; headaches; exercise performance and cravings. This latter chapter reaches the conclusion that the concentrations of the pharmacologically active substances are too low to support any direct effect of chocolate in food craving.
Gastrointestinal effects are reviewed very brie¯y with evidence of effects on re¯ux oesophagitis.
